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As an exercise in eloquently sugarcoating the facts of the shattered world order and Canada's precarious place 
within the ruins, Foreign Affairs Minister Chrystia Freeland's speech in the House of Commons on Tuesday was a 
masterwork of tact and sobriety. Running in excess of 4,000 words, here's the short version: We've had a good run. 
Everything we've taken for granted for the past 70 years is gone. Don't panic. 


Not panicking is of course always wise counsel. Mustering the passengers at the lifeboat stations in an orderly 
manner is sound leadership. But throughout Freeland's sweeping overview, there was something glaringly wrong in 
her explicit implications about the fundamental reasons why the ship is sinking in the first place. 


The foundering of Pax Americana - the event that properly underlines everything else Freeland had to say - did not 
occur last November when American voters, "animated in part by a desire to shrug off the burden of world 
leadership," as Freeland put it, elected the loathsome charity swindler and reality-television ignoramus Donald 
Trump as their president. "To say this is not controversial," Freeland pointed out. "It is simply a fact." 


It is also simply a fact that Trumpism is not the cause of the great American abdication from the rules-based 
international order that Freeland quite properly and persuasively identifies as the critical infrastructure that has 
allowed Canada to flourish in relative peace and prosperity for the past seven decades. Trumpism is just one of the 
horrible results of it. 


The great unravelling began with the 2007-2008 meltdown of the global neoliberal order, and with the election of 
Barack Obama. It was Obama who chose to "shrug off the burden of world leadership,” and he was honest about it. 
It was the Obama generation that was "war weary," that had tired of serving as "the world's policeman." Obama was 
elected to focus on "nation-building at home." Globally, democracy has been in retreat ever since. 


Freeland is quite right to underline the significance of Trump's withdrawal from the November 2016 Paris Climate 
Agreement last week. Canadians are indeed "deeply disappointed," as are the 149 other UN member states that 
are parties to the convention. So are the majority of Americans. It is a very big deal. 


David Gergen, a professor of public service at Harvard University's Kennedy School, is not some squishy vegan 
eco-activist. Gergen served as an adviser to a succession of presidents from Richard Nixon to Bill Clinton. Here's 
what he had to say last week: "Some 70 years ago, the United States entered an international agreement called the 
Marshall Plan, when we came to the aid of Europe, and it was one of the noblest acts in human history. Today we 
walked away from the rest of the world, and it's one of the most shameful acts in our history." 
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But Trump's withdrawal from the Paris agreement, and his decision to renege on a $3 billion American commitment 
to a global climate fund, are mere footnotes in the story of American abdication over the past decade. 


It was refreshing to hear Freeland speak so candidly and forthrightly about the threat to the world order posed by 
the belligerent gangster-state strongman Vladimir Putin: "The illegal seizure of Ukrainian territory by Russia is the 
first time since the end of the Second World War that a European power has annexed by force the territory of 
another European country. This is not something we can accept or ignore." 


Ominously, while Freeland was speaking in the House of Commons, the Kremlin was threatening Montenegro, a 
tiny Balkan state that had just formally joined the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, signing up as NATO's 29th 
member. "The Russian side reserves the right to take retaliatory measures on the basis of reciprocity," the Kremlin 
declared. "In politics, as in physics, every action generates a reaction." 


That's true enough, and it happens also to explain why Russia knew it could get away with invading Eastern 
Ukraine and annexing Crimea in the first place. It was because by 2014, Putin was well aware that NATO was 
powerless to stop him, because Obama lacked both the mettle and the inclination to lead NATO against him. By 
then, Obama had already invited Russia into Syria, after having allowed Bashar Assad to get away with the mass 
murder of civilians by sarin gas. Obama later explained that he was "proud" of his decision to let Assad get away 
with it. 


By 2014, Obama had already abandoned his European allies in Libya, where he'd only reluctantly participated in a 
UN-sanctioned no-fly zone that prevented Moammar Gadhafi from committing genocide against the Libyan people. 
The Libyans wanted a back-up force of 6,000 NATO troops to protect their embryonic, democratic government. 
Even that was too much to ask, and Obama had the gall to blame Libya's unravelling on what he called NATO's 
"free riders" in Europe. 


"Obama leaves Iraq in a mess, disengages from the Mideast, does nothing in Syria, Libya or Palestine and then 
blames us. Not much of a legacy," is the way Sir Alan Duncan, the United Kingdom's Minister for Europe and the 
Americas, put it. This wasn't just a Tory critique. Here's veteran Labour MP Barry Sheerman: "Obama has been a 
huge disappointment as a President and leader of the free world." And now, the United States is finished as a force 
of stability within NATO, within the World Trade Organization, the G7, the United Nations, the Organization of 
American States, and even NAFTA. 


German Chancellor Angela Merkel gets it. The European Union must "take its fate into its own hands," Merkel said 
last week, pointing to the loss of both post-Brexit Britain and post-Obama America as reliable allies. "The times in 
which we could completely depend on others are, to a certain extent, over," Merkel said at an election rally in 
Munich, and she wasn't putting too grim a gloss on things. Trump had just met with European leaders and pointedly 
refused to affirm America's continuing commitment to NATO's mutual defence clause. It was doubly disgraceful that 
Trump's refusal occurred during an unveiling of a memorial to the victims of the September 11, 2001 terrorist 
attacks - the only time that NATO's mutual defence clause had been triggered. It was triggered in defence of the 
United States. 


So Freeland is quite right. 


Canada can no longer count on American self-interest to provide a "protective umbrella." We have to strike out on 
our own somehow, with democratic partners that share Canadian values. "To rely solely on the U.S. security 
umbrella would make us a client state," Freeland said, and those days are gone. 


What Canada does now, though, is a question Freeland did not adequately answer. And that answer will continue 
to elude us all so long as we persist in the comforting delusion that it all started with Donald Trump. 
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Adrian Wyld, The Canadian Press; Minister of Foreign Affairs Chrystia Freeland speaks to members of the media 
on Tuesday; 
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